
“We're going to draw, map, and 

record the changes we see. It's a 

mission of discovery!”

-Ellie, narrator of Ellie's Log by Judith L. Li
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MAKE THE MOST 
OF SPRING!

Becoming a Nature Detective 
in Your Own Neighborhood

Spring has finally sprung in Portland. The 
sun warms our skin, flowers bloom in sidewalk 
planters, and birds busily make nests. Our cu-
riosity and creativity is coming alive again 
after a cold, wet winter. Learning the practice 
of keeping a nature journal can be the perfect 
way to both make the most of spring and doc-
ument the curiosities of where we live. Nature 
journals can be a place to collect questions, 
observations, drawings, stories, and mysteries 
waiting to be solved. 

Below, I present a series of tips for creating a 
nature journal that you can use to explore your 
neighborhood. But just like a home diary, a 
nature journal is a personal space to docu-
ment what is meaningful to you. Maybe you 
and your family are more comfortable making 
lists. Maybe you like to draw. Maybe you like 
to collect artifacts. It’s OK if everyone likes to 
do things a little bit differently. A nature jour-
nal is the perfect place for messy artwork and 
messy questions, a place for us all to connect 
to the places where we live and claim them as 
ours. See if you can collect all the secrets of 
your neighborhood that no one else notices! 

PREPARING TO GO OUT
Everyone’s nature journal looks a bit dif-

ferent. Maybe you collect loose leaf paper in a 
3-ring binder, use a simple spiral-bound note-
book, or buy a notebook with “Rite-in-the-

Rain” paper so you can write in any weather. 
After you have your journal, it is important 
to review a few simple guidelines before you 
head out:

 ü  Stay on trails and sidewalks to avoid step-
ping on fragile plants and creatures. 

 ü  Your most important senses when outside 
are sight, hearing, and smell. Let living 
plants grow and animals go about their 
way. 

 ü  If you take home specimens, make sure 
they are not alive. Cones, feathers, rocks, 
snail shells, and insect exoskeletons are 
perfect for continuing your learning after 
your excursion.

WHAT SHOULD I TAKE WITH ME?
You’re ready and eager to head outside to 

explore! What do you bring with you? Here 
are some ideas:

 ü Nature journal
 ü Pencils (graphite and colored)
 ü Pencil sharpener
 ü Magnifying glass
 ü  Bug box to collect insects for brief inves-

tigations
 ü Plastic bag to collect other specimens
 ü  Camera for what you can’t draw...or want 

to draw better later!
 ü Weather-appropriate clothing
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WHAT SHOULD I LOOK FOR?
Keeping a nature journal can help us craft 

many important skills like scientific observa-
tion, creative writing, questioning, and reflec-
tion in quiet places. The sky’s the limit with 
how you use your journal, but here are some 
ideas of things to notice that may get your sci-
entific and creative imaginations going:

 ü  Trees: Trees are everpresent, even in the 
winter. Find out what your favorite trees 
are named and what their leaves look like. 
Feel their bark and look closely at the 
moss growing there.

 ü  Pollinators: Who likes the flowers of 
your neighborhood? Pollinators like hon-
eybees, bumblebees, beetles, and flies keep 
our flowers blooming so they deserve our 
attention, too!

 ü  Birds: In Portland, we have many birds 
that live with us year round. What do 
they sound like? What kinds of nests do 
they make? How do they act in the rain? 
Where do they fly?

 ü  Worms: Maybe you decide to investigate 
the little ecosystem of your garden. How 
many worms can you find there? Are there 
other insects and creepy crawlies that live 
in the soil?

 ü  Signs left behind: Have you ever noticed 
a squirrel eating seeds from inside a Doug-
las Fir cone? What about footprints left in 
the mud or leading from a puddle on your 
sidewalk? See if you can solve the myster-
ies of your neighborhood just based on 
clues left behind.

FIND YOUR SPOT
When you’ve gotten the hang of nature 

journaling, you might try finding a place that 
you can call your own. It could be in a tree in 
your backyard, along a path in your garden, 
on your porch, or in a local park. Naturalists 
sometimes call these places “sit spots” and 
they use them as places to be calm and quiet, 

noticing things around them. What changes 
as you sit there? Can you draw what’s around 
you? Use your secret spot to document what 
happens there at different times of day or dif-
ferent times of year. 

BRINGING YOUR JOURNAL BACK HOME
It can be consuming to record everything 

you see on your walks in nature. You can never 
get it all! However, you can use time at home 
to make your records more complete. Maybe 
you take some quiet time to paste in nonliv-
ing samples such as feathers or pressed flowers. 
Maybe you will bring home an insect in your 
bug box to study (remember to return it back 
to its home afterwards!) Maybe you finish 
coloring drawings or maybe you answer your 
questions with field guides you keep at home. 
These questions can even help guide next 
week’s excursion with your journal!

Katie Boehnlein is a teacher and writer 
living in Portland, OR where you can find 
her exploring the beautiful natural areas 
of the Rose City by foot and by bike. She 
grew up exploring the parks and staircases 
of Southwest Portland, which fueled her 
passion for ecology and urban exploration. 
You can follow Katie’s nature musings on her 
blog “In the Midst,” which can be found at 
kboehnlein.wordpress.com. 



18  |  NW Kids Magazine

 ü  Start with one entry per week. This is a doable place to get into the habit but not so often 
that it seems impossible. 

 ü  Begin every entry with the date, time, weather, temperature, location, and habitat 
information. What is it like in the here and now? 

 ü  In the back of your journal, keep lists of the living things that you see.

 ü  Record maps. These could be your dog walking route, cracks in the concrete, conversations of 
people who pass by your sit spot, sound maps (see side bar), location of certain trees, etc.

CREATE A SOUND MAP 
by Joseph Cornell
To start, draw an “X” in the middle of your 
page. This is you. Finding a comfortable place 
where you can sit for many minutes, notice 
what’s around you, honing in on sounds in 
particular. As you hear a sound, write it down 
on your page, using your location to orient 
the sound. How do these sounds change over 
time? Do you notice different things each time 
you do this activity? Could you do this activity 
with smells instead of sounds?

START A COLLECTION (or many!)  
by Keri Smith
Starting collections can be a way to both 
document your experiences and inspire you 
to get back out there! Here are some ideas of 
things you can collect:

1. Things found on the sidewalk 
2. Things that are green
3.  Things with similar shapes: flat things, 

round things, really tiny things...
4. Parts of trees
5. Things that (could) have magic powers
6. Things that fly
7. Things that smell good
8. Sticky things
9. Things that are bumpy

10.  Leaves, feathers, sticks, moss, lichen, 
shells, seeds...

Looking for activities to guide 

your nature exploration or 

time at your sit spots? Here 

are a couple you can try:

Organizing 

Your Journal
Everyone organizes their journal 
differently...that’s what makes 
each unique and interesting! But 
here are some ideas to get you 
started on your own style:

X

Ellie's Log

Published by Oregon State University Press. Book by Judith L. Li, 
Illustrations by M.L. Herring.
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Resources
Does the idea of nature journaling excite you? 
Check out these books for more in-depth ideas, 
exercises, and resource material:

Ellie’s Log by Judith L. Li

How to Be and Explorer of the World by Keri Smith

The Nature Connection: An Outdoor Workbook 
for Kids, Families, and Classrooms by Clare Walker 
Leslie

Keeping a Nature Journal: Discover a Whole New 
Way of Seeing the World Around You by Clare 
Walker Leslie and Charles E. Roth

My Nature Journal: A Personal Nature Guide for 
Young People by Adrienne Olmstead

The Backyard Birdsong Book: A Guide to Listen-
ing (Western North America Edition) by Donald 
Kroodsma

Macs Field Guides by Craig MacGowan or Pocket 
Naturalist Guides by Waterford Press (i.e. Oregon 
Trees & Wildflowers or Portland Birds)

The Portland Metro area is overflowing with 
natural wonders just waiting to be explored! 
Every neighborhood has a park to explore 
and some, like Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge, 
Mt. Tabor Park, and Forest Park, are truly 
wilderness areas teeming with living wonders. 
If you are looking for excursions outside of 
your neighborhood, here are my suggestions:

Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge: This park, 
running alongside the Springwater Corridor 
and Willamette River, was Portland’s first urban 
wildlife refuge. It is home to salamanders and 
frogs hiding under rocks, beavers and geese 
swimming in the seasonal wetlands, and deer 
grazing in drier areas. 

Forest Park: Portland’s 5,000-acre wilderness 
is a no-brainer for endless wildlife explorations. 
In the spring, it is especially wonderful 
to notice our native Trillium, a beautiful 
wildflower, popping up by the dozens under 
Douglas Fir trees.

Sauvie Island: Just north of the city is 
this gem of agriculture and wilderness. 
Migrating birds prefer this island more 
than any other area in the city and 
it is fun to visit year round. Howell 
Territorial Park has a wonderful 
wetland you can visit!

Camassia Natural Area: This park, located 
in the West Linn area, is a special place to visit 
if you are looking for unusual wildflowers to 
study. Actually, the park itself is named after 
the beautiful camas flower that blooms in 
abundance here, used for food by the Native 
Americans. It is rare to find this flower still 
blooming in the Portland area.

Oregon Coast: For the more far-flung 
adventures, the Oregon coast is a wonderful 
place to explore in the spring. You can spot 
migrating shorebirds and whales as well as 
baby seals just learning the ways of world!

Excursions Outside Your Neighborhood

This is a Picture of a Douglas Fir cone eaten by squirrels. 
Squirrels like to eat the seeds lodged deep in Douglas Fir 
cones. They end up stripping the cone of its “petals,” leaving 
them at the base of trees. See if you can find these piles, 
or “middens” in your backyard or neighborhood parks.


